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U S. FISH AND WLDLI FE SERVI CE AND THE NATI ONAL MARI NE FI SHERI ES
SERVI CE PROPOSE DESI GNATI ON OF CRI Tl CAL HABI TAT
FOR THE GULF STURGEON

The U.S. Fish and Wldlife Service (FW5) and the National Marine Fisheries Service (NOAA

Fi sheries), (collectively "the Services") today proposed to designate critical habitat for the
@ul f sturgeon (Aci penser oxyrinchus desotoi) along portions of rivers, estuaries, and narine
coastline in Florida, Al abama, M ssissippi and Loui si ana.

"This proposed critical habitat designation will provide non-regul atory benefits to the Gulf
sturgeon by informng the public of areas that are inportant to the species recovery and
identifying where conservation actions would be nost effective," said Sam D. Hanilton, Southeast
Regi onal Director, FWs.

The Services are making this proposal in response to an order by the U S. District Court for the
Eastern District Court of Louisiana to submit for publication a proposed critical habitat
determ nation by May 23, 2002, and a final critical habitat determ nati on by February 28, 2003.

The Services are proposing portions of the followi ng Gulf of Mexico rivers and tributaries as
critical habitat for the Gulf sturgeon: Pearl and Bogue Chitto Rivers in Louisiana and

M ssi ssi ppi ; Pascagoul a, Leaf, Bowie (also referred to as Bouie), Big Black Creek and Chi ckasawhay
Ri vers in M ssissippi; Escanbia, Conecuh, and Sepulga Rivers in Al abama and Florida; Yell ow

Bl ackwat er, and Shoal Rivers in Al abanma and Fl orida; Choctawhatchee and Pea Rivers in Florida and
Al abanma; Apal achicola and Brothers Rivers in Florida; and Suwannee and W't hl acoochee River in

Fl ori da.

The proposal also includes portions of the follow ng estuarine and mari ne areas: Lake
Pontchartrain (east of the Lake Pontchartrain Causeway), Lake Catherine, Little Lake, The
Ri gol ets, Lake Borgne, Pascagoul a Bay and M ssi ssippi Sound systens in Louisiana and M ssi ssi ppi
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and sections of the adjacent state waters within the @Gulf of Mexico; Pensacola Bay systemin

Fl orida; Santa Rosa Sound in Florida; nearshore Gulf of Mexico in Florida; Choctawhatchee Bay
systemin Florida; Apal achicola Bay systemin Florida; and Suwannee Sound and adj acent state
waters within the Gulf of Mexico in Florida. These geographi c areas enconpass approxi mately 1,580
river mles and 2,333 square niles of estuarine and mari ne habitat.

The @il f sturgeon has been protected under the Endangered Species Act since it was listed in 1991.
Theref ore, the inpacts of Federal actions on this species have been considered as required by the
law. Since Gulf sturgeon currently occupy all areas that have been proposed as critical habitat,
this designation should already take into account current activities and the neasures necessary to
m nimze these inpacts.

"This critical habitat designation incorporates both historic and recent data to best describe
areas occupied and utilized by the GQulf sturgeon. W continue to work with the |atest informtion
and just incorporated a May 2002 sighting into the proposed rule" said Georgia Crannore, Assistant
Regi onal Adninistrator for Protected Resources, NOAA Fisheries Southeast Region.

Four public hearings will be held on this proposal. The Services will hold informational neetings
bef ore each public hearing at the hearing | ocation. The public informati on sessions will start at
5:00 p.m and end at 6:30 p.m The formal public hearings will start at 7:00 p.m and end at 9: 00
p.m at the foll owi ng addresses on the dates indicated:

e August 19, 2002, Suwannee River Water Managenent District, 9225 C.R 49, Live OQak, Florida
32060.

e August 20, 2002, City of Defuniak Springs, 71 U S. H ghway 90 West, Chautauqua Buil di ng, Miuseum
Room Defuni ak Springs, Florida 32433.

e August 21, 2002, J. L. Scott Marine Education Center and Aquarium 115 Beach Boul evard, Bil oxi,
M ssi ssi ppi  39530.

e August 22, 2002, Hilton New Orleans Airport, 901 Airline Drive, Kenner, Louisiana 70062.

As a |isted species under the Endangered Species Act, the Gulf sturgeon is already protected
wherever it occurs and Federal agencies are required to consult on any action they take that m ght
affect the species. The designation of critical habitat will help the species by ensuring federa
agenci es and the public alike are aware of the habitat needs of this species and that proper
consul tation is conducted by Federal agencies when required by |aw.

Critical habitat is a termused in the Endangered Species Act of 1973 that refers to specific
geographic areas that are essential for the conservation of a threatened or endangered species and
that may require speci al managenent and protection. A critical habitat designati on does not
establish a preserve or refuge nor does it affect individual citizens, organizations, states,

| ocal governments, or other non-federal entities that do not require federal permts or funding.
Critical habitat does not include existing devel oped sites within the proposed units such as dans,
pi ers, marinas, bridges, boat ranps, exposed oil and gas pipelines, oil rigs and simlar
structures, or designated public swinmm ng areas. Mst activities such as recreational boating,
canoei ng, sw nming, nost fish and shellfish harvesting (e.g., oystering, scalloping), and
comrerci al boat traffic are unlikely to involve a federal action that may affect critical habitat
and, therefore, would not be expected to trigger a consultation requirenent.

When determ ning areas to designate as critical habitat, the Services consider physical and

bi ol ogi cal habitat features that are essential to the conservation of the species. These features
i ncl ude space for individual and popul ation growh and for nornmal behavior; cover or shelter
food, water, air, light, mnerals, or other nutritional or physiological requirenents; sites for
spawni ng and rearing of fspring; and habitats that are protected from di sturbances or are
representative of the historic geographical and ecol ogi cal distributions of a species.
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As part of designating critical habitat, the Services also take into account the econonic inpact,
as well as any other rel evant inpacts, of specifying any particular area as critical habitat. The
Services may exclude any area fromcritical habitat if it is determned that the benefits of
excluding it outweigh the benefits of specifying the area as a part of critical habitat, unless it
is determined that the failure to designate the area as critical habitat will result in the
extinction of the species. The Services will publish an announcenent in the Federal Register to
notify the public when the draft econom c analysis is avail able for review and coment.

A conpl ete description of the proposed critical habitat designati on has been published in the
Federal Regi ster today. Copies of the proposal and maps are avail able by contacting Patty Kelly,
US Fish and Widlife Service, 1601 Bal boa Avenue, Panama City, Florida 32405 (tel ephone 850/ 769-
0552, extension 228; facsimle 850/763-2177); or Stephania Bol den, NOAA Fi sheries, at 9721
Executive Center Drive North, St. Petersburg, Florida 33702-2449, (tel ephone 727/570-5312;
facsimle 727/570-5517). Information about the Gulf sturgeon also can be found on the Internet at
http://al abanma. fws. gov/ gs/ .

The Services will accept witten conments fromthe public until Septenber 23, 2002. Witten
conments on the GQul f sturgeon proposal should be subnmitted to the Panama City Field Ofice,
addressed to Patty Kelly, FW5, at the above address. Witten conments can be delivered to the
Panama City Field Ofice at the above address. Comments may al so be faxed to 850/ 763-2177, or sent
by electronic mail (e-mail) to gul fsturgeon@ws. gov.

The U.S. Fish and Wldlife Service is the principal federal agency responsible for conserving,
protecting and enhancing fish, wildlife, plants, and their habitats for the continuing benefit of
the Anerican people. The Service manages the 95-million-acre National WIdlife Refuge System which
enconpasses nore than 540 national wildlife refuges, thousands of snmall wetlands, and ot her

speci al nmanagenent areas. It also operates 70 national fish hatcheries, 64 fishery resource

of fices, and 78 ecol ogi cal services field stations. The agency enforces federal wildlife |aws,
adm ni sters the Endangered Species Act, nmanages nigratory bird popul ati ons, restores nationally
significant fisheries, conserves and restores wildlife habitat such as wetl ands, and hel ps foreign
governnents with their conservation efforts. It al so oversees the Federal Aid programthat
distributes hundreds of mllions of dollars in excise taxes on fishing and hunting equi pnent to
state fish and wildlife agencies. Visit the Service's website at http://ww. fws. gov.

The National Marine Fisheries Service (NOAA Fisheries) is the principal steward of the nation's
living marineresources, protecting marine and anadronous speci es under the Endangered Species Act
and the Marine Manmal Protection Act. NOAA Fisheries devel ops and i npl ements conservati on and
recovery plans and works to prevent species from beconing threatened or endangered. NOAA Fisheries
al so regulates the nation's comercial and recreational fisheries and manages speci es under the
Magnuson- St evens Fi shery Conservati on and Managenent Act throughout federal waters that extend 200
mles fromthe U S coastline. Using the tools provided by the Magnuson- St evens Act, NOAA

Fi sheri es assesses and predicts the status of fish stocks, ensures conpliance with fisheries
regul ati ons, and works to reduce wasteful fishing practices. NOAA Fisheries is an agency of the
Conmrer ce Departnent's National Oceanic and At nospheric Adm nistration. NOAA warns of dangerous
weat her, charts our seas and skies, guides our use and protection of ocean and coastal resources,
and conducts research to i nprove our understandi ng and stewardshi p of the environnent which
sustains us. To |earn nore about NOAA Fisheries, please visit http://ww. nnfs. noaa. gov.
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